High quality bicycle connections
Stimulate bicycle use in medium long distances too
Traditionally, bicycle policy in the Netherlands is primarily focused on journeys up to 7.5 km. Although bicycle use on these distances is already high, this is where most advantage can still be obtained. However it is also useful to study longer, often interlocal journeys by bicycle. So here are some figures, facts and experiences.
The fact that bicycle policy in our country is primarily focused on short distances is because it is on these distances that cyclists play the most significant role. In Table 1, the figures show that 43% of all journeys are shorter than 2.5 km while 70% are no longer than 7.5 km. With regard to bicycle use, short journeys are therefore the biggest market, with bicycles having a share of 33.5%. Furthermore, in view of the speed of travel and the fact that cycling requires physical effort, the bicycle has the best starting position on this ‘short distance market’ when it comes to increasing bicycle use, also to replace journeys by car.
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Although less advantage will be obtained on longer distances, it is still useful to study longer bicycle connections, as there does not appear to be a clear distance limit above which the amount of bicycle use declines. Moreover, even if relatively few cyclists use these connections over the whole length, many cyclists often use some parts of it.

Long, interlocal

In this context, the term ‘longer’ refers to distances over 7.5 km. Often these are interlocal connections, although this terminology loses its meaning as a result of municipal reorganisations. Moreover, urban expansion in many conglomerations brings built-up areas closer together. For cyclists, urban boundaries are therefore no longer distinguishable. However, here are a few figures: 33% of all journeys are interlocal, with the bicycle having a 12% a share. The most important consideration for the cyclist is the distance to be cycled, simply because cycling costs energy. This simple truth is largely independent of the travel motive, as appears from Table 2. 
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In brief, these figures show that, on average, 9% of bicycle journeys are longer than 7.5 km. Deviations from this average: for shopping, the share is 2% and for school/study it is 19%. The biggest exception occurs for recreational cycling, half of which are longer than 7.5 km. All in all, there are fairly many bicycle journeys above 7.5 km. This is something which is worth stimulating, for example to limit congestion resulting from car use within built-up areas. 
Practical examples
Studying professional literature and newspaper articles from recent years, it appears that in the field of (utility) interlocal bicycle routes, many plans have been forged and projects implemented. A quick inventory shows that these have involved a range of connections: from the usual initiatives, often focusing on traffic safety and comfort to unique, ambitious plans for very long distances and the emphasis on speed cycling.

The connection between Boxtel and Oirschot is an example of the first group. This is a route covering 8 km, which is now very hazardous. There are therefore plans for 2004 to create a 3.5 m wide, two-way bicycle path. More usual (and more striking) is the step-by-step improvement of interlocal routes. Take the route between Capelle aan den Ijssel and Rotterdam, for example. Here there used to be a fairly straight 10 km route, but in recent decades all kinds of improvements have been made per road section and junction, which have resulted in a safe, comfortable bicycle connection, however lacking any uniformity. In contrast to the usual, unspectacular projects, there are the ‘flashy’ plans, like Van Dom tot Dam, (From Dam to Dam), the idea launched in 1999 to create a two lane bicycle highway between Utrecht and Amsterdam (30 km). Helmond–Eindhoven is in the same innovative corner with its VLITS concept: Vernieuwend Licht Individueel Transport Systeem (Innovative Light Individual Transport System), including heated road surface, windbreaks and shelters. Another idea was to design a special vehicle, because cyclists ‘above 7 km would change onto another mode of transportation’. Both innovative projects rest on a rather inadequate decision-making process, to put it mildly. 
Ambition level bicycle connections
In the many initiatives for new interlocal bicycle connections in recent years, (combinations of) seven ambitions can be distinguished:

1. the target group consists of ‘fast cyclists’, for whom wide lanes are provided, among others;

2. they cover (extra) long distances: over 15 km;

3. a new, extensive, dedicated section;

4. a complete bicycle path, not bicycle lanes or car-free roads;

5. (almost) no junctions;

6. priority to cyclists on the route and minimum waiting times at traffic lights;

7. uniformity with regard to image and recognisability of the route.

This list is a handy aid for classifying interlocal bicycle connections. Van Dom tot Dam incorporates all seven ambitions; Helmond-Eindhoven has six of the seven. At the ‘bottom’, Capelle-Rotterdam scores no points, while Boxtel-Oorschot only scores with respect to item 4. Unsurprisingly, there are also projects (probably most) which are in-between and which mainly score on items 4, 6 and 7. Breda-Etten-Leur is an excellent example of this. And it is equally unsurprising that the ambitions of the ‘middle group are easy to defend in practice. The many numbers of (potential) cyclists on distances between 10 and 20 km will tend to attach most importance to recognisable routes via bicycle paths, with maximum priority and minimum obstruction. The amazing plans of Utrecht, Amsterdam, Helmond and Eindhoven are much less logical: apart from recreational cycling - only 4% of all bicycle journeys are recreational! - distances above 20 km are not usually covered by cyclists. One might therefore wonder whether focusing on fast bicycles is such a clever idea, in view of traffic safety. And an occasional rest point on such a long distance could even be welcome.

Conclusions

Apart from stimulating cycling over short distances, there are plenty of reasons for encouraging bicycle use on medium long distances. This is the conclusion derived from the present bicycle share in the total traffic and proved by the numbers of potential cyclists on such distances. If you want to make medium distances attractive for cyclists, you will have to mainly focus on quality. That means: on safety, directness, recognisability, priority and short waiting times at traffic lights. High quality interlocal bicycle connections which fulfil these requirements have a chance of success, as has been proved in various places. However, ambitious titles can be misleading for both citizens and managers. Highly unusual plans with very high quality demands and a focus on fast bicycles over very long distances seem to be less useful and ultimately did not get off the ground.  
KE
Source: Fietsverkeer, February 2004, no. 8, pages 20-22.

Table 1 Distribution of all journeys in the Netherlands according to distance class and share of bicycle journeys per distance class, 2000 (in %)
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Table 2 Bicycle journeys, classified according to motive and distance, 200 (in %)
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